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Foreword

The concept of containment, originated by George F. Kennan,
has influenced US policy toward the Soviet Union since 1947.
To reexamine the concept, and to recognize Kennan’s contribu-
tion, the National Defense University and the Center for the
Study of Foreign Affairs of the Foreign Service Institute
cosponsored a symposium called Containment and the Future.
Symposium participants from universities, foreign affairs insti-
tutes, and the US government—scholars and practitioners, his-
torians and current policy analysts—considered containment as
it originated, as it has developed over forty years, and as it is
likely to affect future US national security policy.

Containment: Concept and Policy represents the work and
wisdom of those participants, whose views span four decades
and a broad political spectrum. Professor John Lewis Gaddis, a
leading historian and Symposium chairman, frames the book
with an opening historical essay and an epilogue. Part I, “Ori-
gins of Containment,” presents the views of individuals who
gave the concept of containment life: Walt and Eugene Rostow,
Dean Rusk, Clark Clifford, Alexis Johnson, and of course
George Kennan. Part Il contains essays on “Determinants and
Instruments of Containment,” including public opinion, eco-
nomics, and military means. Part IIl examines the past and fu-
ture of containment in various regions of the world. Part IV
provides observations and opinions for policymakers
contemplating the future of containfent.

xi




XIi Foreword

The principal ideas of containment have been applied by
eight different administrations, in ways George Kennan could
not have anticipated. The concept, though, which shall always
be identified with George F. Kennan, continues to be a factor in
formulating US policy. The National Defense University is
pleased to publish this work as both a tribute to and conse-
quence of the work he began.

it BFeaanieene

Richard D. Lawrence

Lieutenant General, US Army

President, National Defense
University




1
Introduction:
The Evolution of Containment

John Lewis Gaddis

B IOGRAPHERS, AS A RULE, need to be very careful in
speculating about what was in the minds of their subjects
at any given point. Nevertheless, I think it safe enough to say
that when George Kennan, almost forty years ago, sat down to
draft his call for a “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant con-
tainment of Russian expansive tendencies,”' he had no idea of
what he was letting himself in for. He himself has compared the
experience to that of inadvertently loosening “a large boulder
from the top of a cliff and now helplessly witness[ing] its path
of destruction in the valley below, shuddering and wincing at
each successive glimpse of disaster.”” As this book indicates,
the geopolitical landscape has yet wholly to stabilize itself, even
after all these years. The boulder still bounces back and forth
from time to time.

John Lewis Gaddis is Distinguished Professor of History at Ohio University.
Winner of the Bancroft Prize for The United States and the Origins of the
Cold War, he is also the author of Strategies of Containment and is currently
working on a biography of George Kennan.




4 Containment: Concept and Policy

But biographers must also guard against exaggerating the
infiuence of tueir subjects, and I suspect George Kennan would
be the first to acknowledge that something like a strategy of
containment would have evolved, in any event, even if he had
chosen to devote his life to what he has admitted he would
really like to have been doing all this time—writing a long, lei-
surely biography of Anton Chekhov. After all, the breakdown
of Soviet-American cooperation after World War II resulted not
from the actions of any one man, or even any one nation, but
from the workings of a political principle so ancient that
Thucydides would have found it familiar: that great powers,
separated only by power vacuums, tend not to get along. Nor
would the old Greek have found it surprising that nations would
seek, in such a situation, to ‘“‘contain” one another. For “con-
tainment” was just another way of talking about restoring a bal-
ance of power in the world, and that idea would surely have
developed in any event after World War II, even if Chekhov
had had his biography.

George Kennan’s importance lies not so much in the fact
that he coined the term containment, but rather that he called for
implementing it in a particular way. As he himself has reminded
us, that approach has not always found favor in official Wash-
ington or in the country at large; indeed, Kennan has spent more
of the past four decades as a critic rather than as a defender of
strategies that have nonetheless proceeded under the rubric of
the term he originated. That brings me to the central point I
want to make: that the idea of “containment” has taken on not
just a life of its own, but several lives; that different
people—indeed, different administrations—have understood it
to stand for very different things over the years; and that even
today, use of the term is more apt to start than to settle
arguments.

What I would like to do here is to set out—very briefly and
in an admittedly oversimplified way—what seem, in retrospect,
to have been the principal points at issue in this long debate
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over the meaning of containment. My intent is by no means to
try to resolve these arguments—an improbable task, in any
event—but rather to introduce several of the issues that figure
prominently in the more detailed discussions of containment that
follow.

The Question of Interests

Let us begin, as all good strategists should, with interests: just
what is it that a strategy of “containment” is supposed to de-
fend? The very tcrm containment suggests defense rather than
offense, and that in turn implies some conception of what is at
stake in the first place. But not everyone has always agreed
about that.

Kennan’s own views were clear enough: the fundamental
American interest throughout the twentieth century, he used to
tell students at the National War College, had been to keep key
centers of military-industrial capability from falling under hos-
tile control. It had been for that reason that the United States
had twice gone to war to prevent the German domination of
Europe; after 1945 the same interest required ensuring the de-
fense of Western Europe and Japan against an ambitious but
nervously insecure Soviet Union. Other parts of the world, most
conspicuously China, did not fall within Kennan’s list of inter-
ests to be defended for the simple reason that, lacking the requi-
site sources of -industrial and military strength, their control by
unfriendly regimes could pose no threat.

But Kennan’s conception of interests proved easier to artic-
ulate than to implement. He himself acknowledged the need to
defend Greece in 1947 and South Korea in 1950—neither of
them centers of industrial-military capability at the time—be-
cause the psychological consequences of their loss could be
devastating to areas that were critical, like Western Europe and
Japan. But this is where things get tricky, because once you
introduce psychology into the equation, it becomes very hard to
draw the line: if the loss of South Korea would be psychologi-
cally devastating, why not South Vietnam? Why not Quemoy
and Matsu?
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It was not all that difficult to slide from Kennan’s insist-
ence on distinguishing vital from peripheral interests to a very
different approach, which in effect admitted no such distinction.
The authors of NSC—68 expressed the second view very clearly
in 1950 when they wrote that “in the context of the present po-
larization of power a defeat of free institutions anywhere is a de-
feat everywhere.”?

It followed from this that the fundamental American inter-
est was not so much territory, or industrial-military capacity,
but credibility: if the United States allowed itself to be success-
fully challenged in any part of the world, then its determination
to resist aggression would be called into question everywhere
else. “If we are driven from the field in Viet-Nam,” Lyndon
Johnson proclaimed in 1965, “then no nations can ever again
have the same confidence in ... American protection.” And it
was left to an appalled Kennan to point out, the following year,
that “there is more respect to be won in the opinion of this
world by a resolute and courageous liquidation of unsound posi-
tions than by the most stubborn pursuit of extravagant and
unpromising objectives.”’

What was the problem here? How could containment
evolve, in slightly over a quarter of a century, from a concep-
tion of interests so narrowly focused as to appear to require little
more than the defense of Western Europe and Japan to one that
seemed incapable of excluding any territory not already under
communist control? Part of the answer, I suspect, has to do with
the difficulty of defining security in the first place. It is, after
all, a state of mind, and once you acknowledge that, you have
rendered it subject to considerations that go beyond cool logic;
you must take into account, whether within your own thinking
or—more often—within that of allies, the illogical effect of anx-
ieties, apprehensions, panics, phobias, and the fear of “things
that go bump in the night.” Psychology, in short, provides the
mechanism by which precise conceptions of interest become
imprecise, creating a real problem for the strategist who is at-
tempting to be clear on just what interests containment is sup-
posed to be defending in the first place.
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But this imprecision about interests is not altogether a mat-
ter of illogic: there is a very rational reason for it as well, and
that has to do with what we might call the “Hobson’s choice” of
containment. If you differentiate between vital and peripheral
interests, you retain the advantage of selecting how and where
you will deploy your forces, but you also run the risk of inviting
attacks on what may appear to be exposed and undefended
flanks. Dean Acheson discovered this in the most painful way
when he attempted to delineate a “defensive perimeter” in the
Western Pacific, only to wind up inadvertently signaling the
Russians that we would not defend South Korea. But if you
treat all interests as vital, you run into another problem, which
is relinquishing the initiative altogether: you then have to be
prepared to commit resources in places and at times chosen by
your adversary, not yourself. It was probably “no accident,” as
the Russians like to say, that Moscow did so littie to help us ex-
tricate ourselves from Vietnam; the Soviets even at one
point—although in an unguarded moment—advised the Johnson
administration to escalate the American commitment there.®

What this suggests, then, is that one should be sufficiently
vague about interests as to reassure allies and deter adversaries,
but at the same time sufficiently precise as to retain control over
how, when, and where one might act to defend those interests.
And that, I would be the first to admit, is easier to say than
to do.

What is to be Contained?

A second area of disagreement over containment has involved
the question of who, or what, is to be contained. Once again,
Kennan was very precise about this: to pose a significant threat
.0 American interests, he argued, potential adversaries had to
combine both hostility and capability. It was not enough just to
be unfriendly; one also had to be able to do something about it.
In the immediate postwar years, only the Soviet Union met this
test; where communists were not under Moscow’s control, as
was clearly the case in Tito’s Yugoslavia, and as seemed likely




8 Containment: Concept and Policy

to be the case in Mao Tse-tung’s China as well, Kennan'’s strat-
egy looked to the possibility of working with rather than against
them to contain the Soviet Union.

That tradition of identifying adversaries in terms of capa-
bility rather than ideology began to erode in 1949 and 1950, pri-
marily as a result of the victory of communism in China and the
political repercussions set off in the United States by that event.
The Korean War—with which the People’s Republic had had
little to do until overzealous American military action provoked
its intervention—only reinforced the public trend toward seeing
all communists everywhere as equally dangerous. We now
know from the documents that official perceptions were a good
deal more sophisticated than that: no less an ideologue than
John Foster Dulles himself assumed an eventual split between
Moscow and Peking and sought, through his own policies, to
bring that about.” Similar strategies existed within the Kennedy
and Johnson administrations as well. But what came across in
public was the rhetoric of ideological non-differentiation: con-
tainment came to be understood as aimed at all communists, not
just the Russians.

It is an indication of the strength of this sentiment that not
until the coming to power of Richard Nixon and Henry
Kissinger did an administration feel secure enough publicly to
exploit Sino-Soviet differences that had been there for all to see
for more than a decade: it did so by refocusing containment
back toward its original target, the Soviet Union. But even then
it confused the issue by continuing to regard indigenous Marx-
ism outside of China and Yugoslavia—even, as in Chile, consti-
tutionally legitimate Marxism—as a threat. Nor have our more
recent policies in Central America provided any clearer answer
to the question of just what it is we are seeking to contain.

One of the fundamental principles of strategy is to define
enemies parsimoniously: never take on more than you need to at
any given time.® And yet, the issue of what it is that
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containment is supposed to contain—whether it is a specific
country, or an ideology, or simply patterns of behavior we don’t
much like—is one about which there has been, and still is, a
surprising amount of disagreement.

The Issue of Means

A third area of disagreement about containment relates to
means: having identified interests to be defended and threats to
be contained, what methods does one choose with which to im-
plement containment? To say that the means chosen must be ap-
propriate to the ends one has in view is axiomatic, but that does
not make the task of selecting them any easier. Indeed, the strat-
egy of containment confronts us with the perpetual dilemma of
how, in seeking to contain our adversaries, we can avoid com-
ing to resemble them.

George Kennan viewed the problem with uncharacteristic
optimism in 1947: *“to avoid destruction,” he wrote in the ‘X’
article, “the United States need only measure up to its own best
traditions and prove itself worthy of preservation as a great
nation.”® We could, he seemed to be saying, contain the Rus-
sians and still be true to ourselves. Certainly, the first chosen in-
strument of containment—economic assistance to Western
Europe through the Marshall Plan—provided a remarkably ef-
fective way to reconcile American geopolitical interests with
American ideals.

But that coincidence of interests and ideals did not last very
long. The Truman administration found it necessary to exagger-
ate the Soviet threat in order to win necessary appropriations
from an economy-minded Congress. “We made our points
clearer than truth,” Dean Acheson later acknowledged, adding
the barb that this was a tactic in which “we did not differ from
most other educators.”'® Kennan himself reluctantly supported
development of a covert action capability for the Central Intelli-
gence Agency on the grounds that the Russians already had and
were using such a capability. And, of course, a strategy
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originally designed to contain a non-military threat by non-
military means quickly became heavily militarized, not because
Washington actually expected the Russians to invade Western
Europe, but because the Europeans themselves demanded insur-
ance, even against unlikely threats; it was a similar desire for in-
surance against uncertainty—not any identifiable military
requirements at the time—that led to the decision to build the
hydrogen bomb.

Reinhold Niebuhr liked to point out that it is sometimes
necessary to do evil in order to accomplish good, and I suspect
few practitioners of containment over the years would quarrel
with that rather bleak proposition. The more difficult question is
the one of degree: how many departures from the way one
would like the world to be can one justify without bringing
about the very conditions one hopes to avoid? Paul Nitze and
his co-authors of NSC—68, drawing on Alexander Hamilton and
the Federalist Papers, provided one answer: “the means em-
ployed must be proportioned to the extent of the mischief.”'!
But this left unclear what the proper proportion was, or how
such matters were to be decided. Dwight Eisenhower, in one of
those remarkably candid letters one finds in his papers, went a
bit further in 1955: “Truth, honor, justice, consideration for
others, liberty for all—the problem is how to preserve them,
nurture them and keep the peace—if this last is possible—when
we are opposed by people who scorn to give any validity what-
soever to these values. I believe we can do it, but we must not
confuse these values with mere procedures, even though these
last may have at one time held almost the status of moral
concepts.”?

The procedural latitude that Eisenhower assumed with re-
gard to means—and that was indeed granted strategists of
containment throughout much of the history of the Cold
War—has in recent years been called into question. Kennan
himself has seen it as leading to disproportionate excess, both in
Vietnam and in the nuclear arms race: we can, he has been tell-
ing us, no longer afford to employ means that risk destroying
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the very ends we seek to secure. During the 1970s, spokesmen
for human rights—from both liberal and conservative ends of
the domestic political spectrum—made a point of assailing
Nixon and Kissinger for compromising ideals in their search for
geopolitical stability. New congressional restraints on executive
authority, together with print and electronic media not easily put
off by appeals for discretion, have forced recent administrations
to think more than their predecessors did about finding means
that can be convincingly justified in terms of ends sought. The
fact that we have spent several years now overtly debating the
merits of covert aid to the contras in Nicaragua is only the most
obvious example of how much more sensitive we have become
to the way in which we implement containment—but, as that
very example illustrates, this certainly has not made the task of
implementing that strategy any easier.

The Issue of Costs

Yet another area of disagreement about containment—closely
related to the one about means—has had to do with what it
should cost: does one allow the requirements of containment to
determine what one spends, or does one first consider what one
can spend and then let that determine who, or what, one should
contain? It makes a difference, and yet there has been little con-
sistency on this point. Indeed the whole history of containment
can be written in terms of oscillations between the belief on the
one hand that means should be expanded to bring them into line
with perceived interests, and the conviction on the other that in-
terests should be restricted to keep them in line with perceived
means.

It is often forgotten that the original strategy of contain-
ment proceeded from an assumption of severely limited
resources: the atomic bomb was of little use short of an all-out
war, American military forces had evaporated in the postwar
rush to demobilize; President Truman was adamant in main-
taining a $15 billion ceiling on military spending; and Kennan
himself had profound doubts about the competence of
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Americans to manage any kind of global strategy in the first
place. As a consequence, his view of containment was selective
as to means—the emphasis would be almost entirely on eco-
nomic assistance—and as to the places in which it would be
implemented—Western Europe, the Mediterranean and Japan,
but not China, not Southeast Asia, and definitively not what we
would today refer to as the Third World. That skepticism about
American capacity and competency has never really left him.

It was Paul Nitze and his colleagues who suggested the al-
ternative approach in NSC—68: that when confronted by what
appeared to be an all-out threat, it made no sense to restrict one-
self to limited means, especially when the nation had unused
productive capabilities. NSC—68 proposed a tripling of the de-
fense budget; it also showed how this could be done—through
the use of deficit spending to stimulate the economy—without
setting off damaging inflation or unacceptable taxation. Whether
in the absence of the Korean War President Truman would have
accepted that argument is an interesting but academic question:
as has happened time and time again, the Russians themselves
provided the most convincing justification for a more expansive
approach to containment, this time by authorizing the North Ko-
rean attack on South Korea.

President Eisenhower faced a dilemma with respect to this
question of means: he agreed with Nitze’s perception of a
worldwide Soviet threat, but he emphatically did not accept the
assumption that the nation could spend whatever was necessary
to contain it. Convinced that deficit spending was just as dan-
gerous as the communists, Eisenhower and Dulles sought ways
to make containment work more effectively at less cost: the
result was the first real integration of nuclear weapons into the
strategy of containment. Deterrence would provide the
mechanism by which global interests could be defended and, at
the same time, budgets balanced.

There was, of course, a shift back to the doctrine of
expandable means during the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
tions—not least because of their desire to get away from
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Eisenhower’s heavy dependence on nuclear weapons. But with
Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger, the pendulum swung back the other
way again: the Nixon Doctrine, the opening to China, and in-
deed detente itself, together can be seen as yet another attempt
to make containment work more effectively at less cost—albeit
this time without increased reliance on a nuclear superiority we
no longer possessed. Carter, too, for all his differences with
preceding administrations on moral issues, came into office de-
termined to keep the lid on defense spending, at least until the
Russians persuaded him otherwise by invading Afghanistan.
And with the Reagan administration, we have come back to the
opposite idea that the requirements of containment shuuld deter-
mine what is spent on containment, even if that means spending
a good deal less on everything else.

Why are these disagreements over costs important? They
have an obvious bearing on how one allocates resources within
a society, of course, but there is another less obvious considera-
tion as well: there is reason to think that a linkage may exist be-
tween the perception of means available, on the one hand, and
the perception of interests and threats, on the other. The history
of containment suggests that when means have been perceived
as expandable, conceptions of interests have tended to broaden;
as conceptions of interests broaden, perceptions of threat tend to
also. Conversely, perceptions of means as limited have forced
differentiations between vital and peripheral interests, and, as a
result, a somewhat less apocalyptic perception of threat.

All of which is to suggest a curious thing about contain-
ment: that it is as often a reflection of our internal state of mind
at any given moment as it is a response to external reality. If
this is true, then it would behoove us not to exclude from our
considerations the internal roots as well as the external determi-
nants of that doctrine.

The Impact of Domestic Politics

That brings me to the relationship between domestic politics and
containment. George Kennan has never been noted for the
enthusiasm with which he greets the intrusion of political
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considerations into the making of foreign policy. But there is a
real problem here, and it has to do with the extent to which
American foreign policy is capable of consistency. No compe-
tent strategist would allow his calendar to dictate when to switch
from one strategy to another, and yet the domestic political
process in the United States has imposed procedures very much
like that upon the strategy of containment. Each new adminis-
tration’s approach to foreign policy tends to be determined, not
by a calm and rational assessment of interests and threats, but
rather by a desperate determination to do something—any-
thing—new, something above all that will avoid association
with the discredited policies of the preceding administration.

Thus, the Eisenhower administration’s “New Look” was
first worked out during the 1952 campaign, as a reaction to the
Democrats’ perceived vulnerability resulting from the “no-win”
war in Korea. The “flexible response” strategy of Kennedy and
Johnson grew out of the Democrats’ campaign critiques of
Eisenhower’s excessive reliance on nuclear weapons. The
Nixon Doctrine reflected the belief that the Johnson administra-
tion had overcommitted itself in Vietnam. The Carter “human
rights” campaign was an obvious reaction to the perceived
“amorality” of Henry Kissinger. And, of course, the Reagan ad-
ministration’s military buildup had been promised during the
1980 campaign as a means of closing the so-called “window of
vulnerability” left open by Carter.

Now, no one would question the benefits of learning from
the mistakes of one’s predecessors. To the extent that the Amer-
ican system provides mechanisms for detecting and correcting
failures in strategy in relatively short order, it has some advan-
tages over, say, the Soviet system, where incompetence can be
institutionalized for years without anyone being able to do any-
thing about it. Our problem is that, because we depend upon our
interminable and at times somewhat irrational presidential selec-
tion process to provide the occasion for evaluating past policies
and suggesting new ones, we tend to distort reality by mag-
nifying the errors of incumbents and by over-simplifying the
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necessary solutions. The effect is that each new administration
faces a lengthy process—and it seems to get lengthier all the
time—of adjusting its own rhetorical commitments to the cir-
cumstances of the real world.

This is one area in which the Russians have a legitimate
complaint: how can they deal with us, they ask, when we keep
shifting our priorities in response to mysterious and unpredict-
able internal forces whose effects we ourselves seem unable to
anticipate or to comprehend? In this sense, there is much to be
said for what Kennan has been calling for all along: a greater in-
sulation of the national security decisionmaking process from
the whims and caprices of domestic politics. But how do we do
this without violating the constitutional requirement of checks
and balances? How do we secure the public support foreign pol-
icy needs to be effective without misleading the public as to
what it can expect? How do we make new administrations see
that it is really not necessary to throw out the baby with
bathwater every time?

The Goals of Containment

The last point that I wish to raise is, in many ways, the most
fundamental: it is the question of what result, in the end, con-
tainment is supposed to produce. It is, after all, a strategy, and
having a strategy implies having an objective. It is supposed to
lead to something; otherwise, as Clausewitz reminded us a cen-
tury and a half ago, it is meaningless. George Kennan read
Clausewitz while he was at the National War College, and
partly as a result of that experience—but partly also because it is
just common sense—he has always insisted that containment be
viewed as a means toward a larger end, not as an end in itself.

Stated in this way, the point seems unexceptionable
enough. But how often do you actually hear a discussion of
what containment is supposed to lead to? The process of “con-
taining,” during these past four decades, has received far more
attention than the question of where containment is supposed to
take us, or of what might replace it once we get there.
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One point is clear: containment has never implied the com-
plete elimination of Soviet power, in the same way that we
sought the unconditional surrender of Germany and Japan dur-
ing World War II. Even if you could defeat the Soviet Union,
Kennan used to ask his War College students, how would you
occupy it? What kind of a regime would you replace it with?
How could you be sure that such a regime would be any easier
to live with than the old one? Containment, instead, sought a
modification of Soviet behavior through a combination of deter-
rents and rewards—sticks and carrots, if you will. The disagree-
ments have focused largely on what the proper mix of these
should be, and on precisely what kind of behavior they are sup-
posed to produce.

Kennan’s own criticism of the way containment has been
implemented over the years has focused on what he considers to
have been its neglect of the carrots: we have failed, he argues,
to reward the Russians for the restraint they have shown, and
hence have been unable to move toward the next logical step be-
yond containment, which should be a negotiated resolution of
differences looking toward stabilization of—and mutual respect
for—our respective positions in the world. But others have been
critical of containment for neglecting the sticks: we have failed,
they assert, to deter the Russians from expanding their military
power at home and their influence in the world at large, and
hence have had to witness a corresponding and dangerous de-
cline of our own.

Neither side has really made it clear just what kind of be-
havior we expect from the Russians in the first place. Do we re-
quire an abandonment of world revolutionary ambitions? The
relaxation of controls over Soviet satellites? A dismantling of
the Soviet military machine? Liberalization of the Soviet inter-
nal system? Respect for our security interests and those of our
allies? Participation in the international system by generally ac-
cepted rules of the game? Acknowledgment of what a war be-
tween our two countries would mean? Some of these objectives
might be easier to achieve than others. And yet, because we so
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rarely talk about objectives in the first place, we provide our-
selves few opportunities to think about which of them are feasi-
ble and which are not.

Strategy is largely a matter of getting from where you are
to where you want to go. But if you don’t know—or can’t agree
on—the intended destination, getting there is indeed likely to be
a problem.

George Kennan: A Personal Note

I cannot end this essay without including a word, in a more per-
sonal sense, about George Kennan. I first interviewed him
eleven years ago when he was setting up the Kennan Institute
and was keeping an office in the old Smithsonian castle, the
same building in which his namesake, the first George Kennan,
had both lived and worked. I was intrigued to note that as the
interview progressed, first his jacket came off, then he loosened
his tie, then he rolled up his sleeves, then his shoes came off,
and he finally wound up absolutely horizontal on the couch, his
feet propped up, his hands behind his head, as wave after wave
of eloquent Kennanesque prose came rolling forth. Indeed, the
more horizontal he got, the more eloquent he became. I have
since learned—from Dorothy Hessman, his long-time secre-
tary—that this is the standard Kennan dictating posture: that in
fact the “long telegram™ and several of the other great Kennan
literary efforts were composed in precisely this manner.

I have not yet decided, as a biographer, just what to make
of this. But I think it does illustrate at least one important point:
that there is a personal side to great men, and that it may not al-
ways accord with their public image. It has been my privilege to
learn that the Kennan who so often comes across as a man pre-
occupied with visions of decline, decay, and catastrophe is in
fact a man of generally optimistic temperament who takes great
and vigorous delight in work, family, friends, and of course his
farm, his sailing, his guitar, and even an occasional light-
hearted or irreverent poem now and then.
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He is also a man who understands—as few others
would—the necessarily ambivalent relationship that must exist
between a biographer and his subject. It is one that involves, on
the part of the biographer, both sympathy and the ability to
stand apart: the capacity to understand as well as the capacity to
evaluate. On the part of the subject of the biography, it in-
volves, above all else, great tolerance, and great trust. George
Kennan has more than kept his part of that bargain; it is now up
to me to keep mine.
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The Origins of Containment

George F. Kennan

B EFORE I TURN TO THE SUBJECT OF THIS PAPER, I would like to
say a word or two about the National War College.

I had the position of Deputy for Foreign Affairs at the Na-
tional War College in the first year of its existence—in the aca-
demic year, that is, of 1946—47. I look back on that year as one
of the happiest and most exciting of my life. My colleagues on
the command staff of the College were Admiral Harry Hill,
General Alfred Gruenther, and General Ted Landon of the Air
Force. I don’t think I've ever been associated with three finer
people. It was a joy to work with them. There was also a mar-
velous student body (if you can call it that): mostly men of sen-
ior rank in the armed services who had performed distinguished
service in the Second World War—mature men, keen, enthusi-
astic, interested in all that I had to offer but never hesitant to
give it the critical scrutiny and the questioning it deserved.

George F. Kennan is Professor Emeritus at the Institute for Advanced Study in
Princeton, New Jersey. A former career diplomat in the Foreign Service, he
was the first chairman of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and
served as ambassador to the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia.
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And the work itself was exciting. The war had brought
great changes in the strategic and political environment of this
country as well as in all forms of weaponry. We were aware
that our country would now have to develop an entirely new set
of strategic-political concepts, to take account of these tremen-
dous changes; and we all had the feeling that it was here, at this
newly created National War College, that the thinking out of
which these concepts would evolve had to take its beginning;
because that was what a war college was all about. So it was a
marvelously exhilarating and richly profitable experience, for
which 1 shall always be grateful.

When the first class at the National War College came to-
gether in 1946, I believe it was really the first time in our his-
tory that people representing the armed services and the other
departments of government—oparticularly, the Department of
State—had ever come together in an organized way in what was
a mixture of teaching and research to examine something greater
and deeper than foreign policy, which we had always had. That
was national policy, taking into account the civilian and the mil-
itary and the security needs of this country. That was an innova-
tion which was probably overdue, but it was a profound
innovation; it was destined to have the greatest of consequences
for our lives every since, and will continue to have them into
the future.

It is a source of great gratification and reassurance to me to
see that we are going to have a comprehensive national policy
of that sort, and that men in uniform are going to work with
others in evolving that policy—to see the development of that
concept in the form of the National Defense University since I
was here. And I can only express my deepest conviction of the
importance of what is now going on at the University, and what
is going to go on there in the coming years.

And now, one or two reflections about “containment.”

The word itself, of course, was not new in the year 1946.
What was new, perhaps, was its use with relation to the Soviet
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Union and Soviet-American relations. And what brought it to
public attention in this connection was indeed its use in an arti-
cle that appeared in 1947, in the magazine Foreign Affairs, un-
der the title of “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” and was
signed with what was supposed to have been an anonymous X.
This piece was not originally written for publication; it was
written privately for our first Secretary of Defense, James
Forrestal, who had sent me a paper on communism and asked
me to comment on it. And it was written, as I recall it, in the
month of December 1946, in the northwest corner room on the
ground floor of the National War College building. So I suppose
it is fitting that I, for my sins, should try to explain something
about how the word containment came to be used in that docu-
ment, and what it was meant to signify.

I would ask you to try to picture, if you can, the situation
that existed in that month of December 1946. The Second
World War was only a year and some months in the past. Our
armed forces were still in the process of demobilization; so, too,
though to a smaller extent (because the Russians proposed to re-
tain a much larger peacetime establishment than we did), were
those of the Soviet Union.

In no way did the Soviet Union appear to me, at that mo-
ment, as a military threat to this country. Russia was at that
time utterly exhausted by the exertions and sacrifices of the re-
cent war. Something like 25 million of its people had been
killed. The physical destruction had been appalling. In a large
portion of the territory of European Russia, the devastation had
to be seen to be believed. Reconstruction alone was obviously
going to take several years. The need for peace, and the thirst
for peace, among the Russian people was overwhelming. To
have remobilized the Soviet armed forces at that time for an-
other war effort, and particularly an aggressive one, would have
been unthinkable. Russia had then no navy to speak of and vir-
tually no strategic air force. She had never tested a nuclear
weapon. It was uncertain when she would test one, and it was
even more uncertain when, or whether, she would ever develop
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the means of long-range delivery of nuclear warheads. We had,
ourselves, not yet developed such delivery systems.

In these circumstances, I reiterate, there was no way that
Russia could appear to me as a military threat. It is true that
even then she was credited—and credited by some of my col-
leagues at the War College—with the capability of overrunning
Western Europe with her remaining forces, if she wanted to do
it. But I myself regarded those calculations as exaggerated (I
still do); and I was convinced that there was very little danger of
anything of that sort. So when I used the word containment with
respect to that country in 1946, what I had in mind was not at
all the averting of the sort of military threat people are talking
about today.

What I did think I saw—and what explained the use of that
term—was what I might call an ideological-political threat; and
I will tell you why. Great parts of the Northern Hemisphere—
notably Western Europe and Japan—had just then been seri-
ously destabilized, socially, spiritually, and politically, by the
experiences of the recent war. Their populations were dazed,
shell-shocked, uncertain of themselves, fearful of the future,
highly vulnerable to the pressures and enticements of commu-
nist minorities in their midst. The world communist movement
was at that time a unified, disciplined movement, under the total
control of the Stalin regime in Moscow. Not only that, but the
Soviet Union had emerged from the war with great prestige for
its immense and successful war effort. The Kremlin was, for
this and for other reasons, in a position to manipulate these for-
eign communist parties very effectively in its own interests.
And as for the intentions of the Stalin regime toward ourselves,
I had no illusions. I had already served three tours of duty in
Stalin’s Russia—had in fact just come home from the last of
these tours when I came to the War College; and I had nothing
but suspicion for the attitude of the Stalin regime toward us or
toward the other recent Western allies. Stalin and the men
around him were far worse—more sinister, more cruel, more
devious, more cynically contemptuous of us—than anything we
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face today. [ felt that if Moscow should be successful in taking
over any of those major Western countries, or Japan, by
ideological-political intrigue and penetration, this would be a
defeat for us, and a blow to our national security, fully as seri-
ous as would have been a German victory in the war that had
just ended.

Now you must also remember that during that war, and to
some extent into the post-hostilities period as well, our govern-
ment had tried to win the confidence and the good disposition of
the Soviet government by fairly extensive concessions to Soviet
demands with respect to the manner in which the war was
fought and to the prospect for the postwar international order.
We had raised no serious objection to the extension of the So-
viet borders to the west. We had continued to extend military
aid to the Soviet Union even when its troops were overrunning
most of the rest of Eastern Europe. We had complacently al-
lowed its forces to take Prague and Berlin and surrounding areas
even when there was a possibility that we could arrive there just
as soon as they did. They were refusing to give us even a look
in their zone of occupation in Germany but were demanding a
voice in the administration and reconstruction of the Ruhr indus-
trial region in Western Germany. Now there seemed to be a
danger that communist parties subservient to Moscow might
seize power in some of the major Western Europe countries,
notably Italy and France, and possibly in Japan. And what I was
trying to say, in the article I am talking about, was simply this:
“Don’t make any more unnecessary concessions to these people.
Make it clear to them that they are not going to be allowed to
establish any dominant influence in Western Europe and in Ja-
pan if there is anything we can do to prevent it. When we have
stabilized the situation in this way, then perhaps we will be able
to talk with them about some sort of a general political and mili-
tary disengagement in Europe and in the Far East—not before.”
This, to my mind, was what was meant by the thought of “con-
taining communism” in 1946.
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Now you may wish to compare that situation with the one
we face today, and to take account of the full dimensions of the
contrast—between the situation we then confronted and the one
we confront today. I must point out that neither of the two main
features of the situation we were confronting in 1946 prevails
today; on the contrary, the situation is almost exactly the
reverse.

I saw at that time, as I say, a political-ideological threat
emanating from Moscow. I see no comparable ideological-
political threat emanating from Moscow at the present time. The
Leninist-Stalinist ideology has almost totally lost appeal every-
where outside the Soviet orbit, and partially within that orbit as
well. And the situation in Western Europe and Japan has now
been stabilized beyond anything we at that time were even able
to foresee. Whatever other dangers may today confront those
societies, a takeover, politically, by their respective communist
parties is simply not in the cards.

You may say, yes, but look at Soviet positions in such
places as Ethiopia and Angola. Fair enough. Let us look at
them, but not exaggerate them. Aside from the fact that these
places are mostly remote from our own defensive interests, what
are the Russians doing there? With the exception of
Afghanistan, where their involvement goes much further, they
are selling arms and sending military advisers—procedures not
too different from many of our own. Do you think they can
translate those operations into ideological enthusiasm or politi-
cal loyalty on the part of the recipient Third World regimes? No
more, in my opinion, than we can. These governments will take
what they can get from Moscow—take it cynically and without
gratitude, as they do from us. And they will do lip service to a
political affinity with Moscow precisely as long as it suits their
interest to do it and not a moment longer. Where the Russians
acquire bases or other substantial military facilities, this has, of
course, greater military significance. But it is not an ideological
threat.
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On the other hand, whereas in 1946 the military aspect of
our relationship to the Soviet Union hardly seemed to come into
question at all, today that aspect is, of course, of prime impor-
tance. But here, lest I leave you with a misunderstanding, I
must voice a caveat.

When I say that this military factor is now of prime impor-
tance, I do so not because I see the Soviet Union as threatening
us or our allies with armed force. It is entirely clear to me that
Soviet leaders do not want a war with us and are not planning to
initiate one. In particular, I have never believed that they have
seen it as in their interests to overrun Western Europe militarily,
or that they would have launched an attack on that region gener-
ally even if the so-called nuclear deterrent had not existed. But I
recognize that the sheer size of their armed force establishment
is a disquieting factor for many of our allies. And, more impor-
tant still, I see the weapons race in which we and they are now
involved as a serious threat in its own right, not because of
aggressive intentions on either side but because of the compul-
sions, the suspicions, the anxieties such a competition engen-
ders, and because of the very serious dangers it carries with it of
unintended complications—by error, by computer failure, by
misread signals, or by mischief deliberately perpetrated by third
parties.

For all these reasons, I am free to admit that there is now
indeed a military aspect to the problem of containment as there
was not in 1946; but what most needs to be contained, as I see
it, is not so much the Soviet Union as the weapons race itself.
And this danger does not even arise primarily from political
causes. One must remember that while there are indeed serious
political disagreements between the two countries, there is no
political issue outstanding between them which could conceiva-
bly be worth a Soviet-American war or which could be solved,
for that matter, by any great military conflict of that nature.

And the weapons race is not all there is in this imperfect
world that needs to be contained. There are many other sources
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of instability and trouble. There are local danger spots scattered
about in the Third World. There is the dreadful situation in
Southern Africa. There is the grim phenomenon of a rise in sev-
eral parts of the world of a fanatical and wildly destructive reli-
gious fundamentalism, and there is the terrorism to which that
sort of fundamentalism so often resorts. There is the worldwide
environmental crisis, the rapid depletion of the world’s
nonrenewable energy resources, the steady pollution of its at-
mosphere and its waters—the general deterioration of its envi-
ronment as a support system for civilized living.

And finally, there is much in our own life, here in this
country, that needs early containment. It could, in fact, be said
that the first thing we Americans need to learn to contain is, in
some ways, ourselves: our own environmental destructiveness,
our tendency to live beyond our means and to borrow ourselves
into disaster, our apparent inability to reduce a devastating
budgetary deficit, our comparable inability to control the immi-
gration into our midst of great masses of people of wholly dif-
ferent cultural and political tradition.

In short, if we are going to talk about containment in the
context of 1985, then I think we can no longer apply that term
just to the Soviet Union, and particularly not to a view of the
Soviet Union drawn too extensively from the image of the Stalin
era, or, in some instances, from the even more misleading im-
age of our Nazi opponents in the last great war. If we are going
to relate that term to the Soviet Union of today, we are going to
have to learn to take as the basis for our calculations a much
more penetrating and sophisticated view of that particular coun-
try than the one that has become imbedded in much of our pub-
lic rhetoric. But beyond that, we are going to have to recognize
that a large proportion of the sources of our troubles and dan-
gers lies outside the Soviet challenge, such as it is, and some of
it even within ourselves. And for these reasons we are going to
have to develop a wider concept of what containment means—a
concept more closely linked to the totality of the problems of
Western civilization at this juncture in world history—a
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concept, in other words, more responsive to the problems of our
own time—than the one I so light-heartedly brought to
expression, hacking away at my typewriter there in the north-
west corner of that War College building in December of 1946.

This—the development of this concept—is the task to
which I hope future discussions will be devoted; and I wish only
that I were young enough, and still enough of a citizen of this
age, to be of greater use in getting on with that undertaking.




3
Reflections on Containment

Remarks by

W. W. Rostow
Eugene V. Rostow
Dean Rusk

Clark Clifford

U. Alexis Johnson
George F. Kennan

W.W. Rostow, Professor of Economics
and History, University of Texas

My connection with containment and with George Kennan does
not relate to the time when I held relatively reputable posts in
the bureaucratic structure in the sixties, but to two other occa-
sions. One was when 1 was nearly as junior as one could be in
the State Department: Assistant Chief of the German-Austrian
Economic Division. But I was also shoulder to shoulder with
George on very much the same array of issues when Stalin died,
and we both were brought in to speak our piece. My perspective
on George’s “long telegram” of 22 February 1946 differs a bit
from those of my distinguished colleagues because I was then
still in my twenties and held a distinctly minor post. Above me

33




P_——,....'— e~ A -

34 Containment: Concept and Policy

were five levels before one reached the Under Secretary, Dean
Acheson, let alone the somewhat peripatetic Secretary of State,
Mr. James Byrnes, who was out negotiating (in a kind of per-
manent floating crap game) the peripheral treaties.

My first reaction to the cable was sheer admiration for
George’s boldness, even panache, in seizing on the occasion of
a routine inquiry to European posts when his boss, Averell
Harriman, was out of town to unload an eloquent, five-part es-
say on his unsuspecting colleagues back home.

My second reaction was more substantive. I agreed almost
totally with George’s analysis of Soviet attitudes and intentions
and their deep historical roots. I agreed with the challenge they
represented to the United States, with the extent to which he be-
lieved Soviet thought and action were affected—as they are
today—by US performance at home as well as abroad, and with
the urgent need for the United States to generate a policy to
frustrate Stalin’s ample but rather elastic ambitions.

But what policy? The long cable, you may recall, was
mighty short on specific proposals. I took its main thrust to be
that the US government and public must be promptly galvanized
into action to throw their weight behind a Western bloc.'

Here, I had reservations. It so happened that, along with
some of my colleagues, I was engaged at just that time in an
even more outrageous bureaucratic initiative than George’s long
cable. We working-level economists had decided that, before
the United States accepted the split of Germany and of Europe
toward which the interplay of Soviet and American policy was
palpably moving every day, we should mobilize all our bar-
gaining power vis-a-vis the Soviet Union short of going to war
and use it to back the following propositions:?

® A long-run, regional United Nations Security Council
for Europe, in which the Soviet Union and the United
States would participate fully.
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® A Germany united by secret and free elections, but held
by the United States and the USSR via the European Se-
curity Council to a low, agreed level of armaments.

@ A United Nations Economic Commission for Europe,
embracing East as well as West, with special committees
for transport, coal, steel, electricity, etc.

® A US offer to provide all of such a Europe with substan-
tial additional resources for reconstruction.

® Settlement of the sensitive, unresolved issues in the pe-
ripheral treaty negotiations (for example, the long-run
management of the Danube) in terms of this all-
European plan. We also argued that the plan should con-
stitute the framework for Byrnes’ presentation at the
April meeting of the Foreign Ministers in Paris.

As of February 1946, Stalin had not fully consolidated his
control over Eastern Europe, and there were significant demo-
cratic elements in the governments of Poland, Czechoslovakia,
and Hungary. Still, it is often forgotten that not only the Soviet
Union, but also France and Britain and others in Europe, as-
sumed from our extraordinary behavior that we were repeating
the slide into isolationism that occurred after the First World
War. And for those in diplomacy, there was the haunting, open
statement at Yalta of Franklin Roosevelt, who said that we
could not keep troops in Germany more than two years.

The plan made its way to the top of the State Department
bureaucracy in February, just as George’s cable arrived. Despite
support from Acheson and Clayton, plus Jean Monnet in the
wings, an important assist from my brother Gene down the table
here, and a splendid leak by Dean Acheson to the Alsop
brothers—despite all this, Mr. Byrnes turned down the plan by
pocket veto. To the best of my archival knowledge and Clark
Clifford’s memory, it was never laid before President Truman
for decision. By a lateral route, it did lead directly to the crea-
tion of the UN Economic Commission for Europe in Geneva,
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and it is part—not the central part but a serious part—of the set-
ting out of which the Marshall Plan emerged a year later.

I do not recall this minor strand in the history of the period
to argue that the division of Germany and Europe could have
been avoided if only our plan of early 1946 had been adopted as
the US strategy at Paris in April. We can never know if a differ-
ent outcome would have been possible if President Truman had
rallied US political life around a positive, all-European proposal
in 1946, rather than one to salvage Greece, Turkey, and West-
ern Europe a year later. I still wish we’d tried. But in reflecting
on the story some four decades later, I'm inclined to conclude
it’s altogether possible that the outcome might have been much
the same.®> And I'm prepared to respect, if not wholly to agree
with, A. W. DePorte’s brilliantly argued case for the division of
Germany and Europe as the best possible outcome, given the
multiple, deeply rooted interests and forces in play in those tur-
bulent days.*

I recall this mainly failed bureaucratic effort for two quite
different reasons. One is long-run in character; the other, rather
urgent.

In the long run, I have no faith that the division of
Germany and Europe is historically stable. The forces at work
in Central and Eastern Europe as the generations succeed each
other are almost certain to tip toward increasingly assertive na-
tionalism and an increasingly determined demand for enlarged
political freedom. And in the West, as memories of the Second
World War fade, succeeding generations are likely to search for
increasingly European solutions to their security problems,
which would dilute the authority of the United States in their re-
gion and of the Soviet Union in the East. We should take seri-
ously Helmut Schmidt’s observation in his 1985 Henry Stimson
lecture at Yale: “No one should have any illusion—the Germans
will be as stubborn as the Poles, who got together again after
having been divided for almost 130 years.”
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In short, the problem of reconciling the abiding and legiti-
mate US and Soviet security interests in Europe with the aspira-
tions of Europeans, East and West—a problem we sought to ad-
dress in 1946—is likely to rise on the diplomatic agenda with
the passage of time. It behooves thoughtful officials in Moscow
and Washington, as well as in Europe, to give some thought to
a transition which could be dangerous for all if not handled with
wisdom and care.

In the short run, the most important lesson to be drawn
from this story relates to summitry. Mr. Reagan is the ninth
American president in a row to take part in summit meetings
with Soviet leaders. Most advice about summitry from those
who earned their wound stripes centers on the need for careful
preparation. Now, like any good bureaucrat, and as a certified
intellectual, I am all for careful preparation. But the fact is that
every single summit has been different. Preparation in each case
had to be and was different. And in the case of the Open Skies
proposal at the Geneva summit in 1955, a quite good immediate
result was obtained by a hasty command decision on the spot by
President Eisenhower in the face of a hitherto hopelessly di-
vided US delegation.

The one summit I had anything directly to do with, at
Glassboro, New Jersey, was hasty and opportunistic in many
ways. But I'm inclined to think that the two meetings of Presi-
dent Johnson and Mr. Kosygin, alone for many hours—as Dean
Rusk will remember, we sat outside in the modest study of the
president of Glassboro State College—did help the serious proc-
ess of advancing the first major arms control agreement that
came about in Mr. Nixon’s time.

Now return to 1946 and the division of Germany and
Europe, which occurred essentially in that year. That division of
Europe in 1946 illustrates the one universal rule about summits {
am prepared to commend: namely, that the outcome of a sum-
mit depends not so much on the agreements reached, but on the
seriousness and stubbornness of the American follow-through.
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The agreements at Yalta and Potsdam were clearly equivo-
cal, but they did include hard elements which represented US
interests as then formulated and which, if pursued firmly by the
United States—by the president, the Congress, and the
citizenry—might have yielded a better result than the one with
which we have lived for forty years. The fact is that our post-
summit efforts to implement those agreements were feeble and
cosmetic, and I am inclined to attribute the emergence of the
Cold War in Europe more to US confusion and weakness in
1945 and 1946 than to a rigid, implacable plan of Stalin’s.

Put another way, I conclude that no agreement reached at a
summit is likely to be self-enforcing. We should not seck agree-
ments that we are not prepared to back. If we achieve an agree-
ment, we should be prepared to invest at least as much, if not
more, national effort in insisting on its implementation as we
put into achieving the agreement in the first place.
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Eugene V. Rostow, Distinguished Visiting Professor
of Law and Diplomacy, National Defense University

I came into the history of containment as a very junior officer in
the State Department during the latter part of World War II.
One of my assignments was as the Lend-Lease officer of the
State Department. And my first contact with George Kennan
was over a plan I developed to offer a reconstruction loan under
one of the provisions of the Lend-Lease Act to the Soviet
Union.

The Soviets had initiated talks with us about the possibility
of a reconstruction loan. Everybody was conscious of the enor-
mous hostility of Soviet policy, and the risk that the Soviet
Union would refuse to participate in the emerging state system
under the UN Charter as a colleague and a cooperator. So the
effort to meet the Soviet request for reconstruction loans had all
sorts of wider political implications. I was writing telegrams in
the name of the Secretary of State in Washington, and Ambas-
sador Kennan was writing the answering telegrams from
Moscow. So the context of hostility and the emergence of a split
between the Soviet Union and the United States were parts of
the background of the containment policy which I shared
with him.

The questions Mr. Gaddis posed at the end of his
introduction—What was the goal of containment? If contain-
ment was the means, what was the end it sought?—are very
good questions, and fundamental ones. I think the answers re-
late to the fact that the containment policy was not our first
postwar policy toward the Soviet Union. It was our second
postwar policy. The first policy, which I think necessarily and
permanently remains our goal so far as the Soviet Union is con-
cerned, is to persuade, induce, bring the Soviet Union somehow
to see that the only possible future and highest national interest
of the Soviet Union is that it participate with other leading pow-
ers in managing the modern state system. We must operate very
much as the great powers managed the European state system,
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the Concert of Europe, during the nineteenth century: with strict
respect on both sides for its rules.

If 1 differ with the formulation that George Kennan and
Professor Gaddis have made, it is because each one, it seems to
me, tried to explain the phenomenon with which we’re dealing
as a very natural hostility, a rivalry among great powers with
whose parameters Thucydides would have been familiar. That is
very true, I think, but jt’s not the whole of the truth, because it
neglects the fact that the Soviet Union sought then and is
seeking now to expand its area of control in ways which
threaten the long-term security interest of the United States, as
George Kennan said very well in his opening remarks. It is try-
ing to do so by gaining control of the whole of the Eurasian land
mass plus Japan, whereas US policy and interest is in pre-
venting such an accumulation of power and in establishing and
helping to manage a state system which operates in accordance
with the generally accepted rules of the UN Charter. I think the
tendency to equate Soviet behavior and American behavior is
something we must examine carefully in the course of this con-
ference, and [ wanted to take advantage of this occasion to draw
attention to its significance.
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Dean Rusk, Former Secretary of State, Professor of
International Law, University of Georgia

I listened with the greatest of interest and appreciation to the re-
flections which George Kennan shared with us, and also to the
remarks made by others. I would like to comment on just two
points, for the moment.

Most of us know, either from direct experience or from our
history books, about the sad story of the 1930s, a period during
which my generation of students was led into the catastrophe of
a World War II which could have been prevented. But most
people have forgotten, if they ever knew, what happened just
after V] Day. We demobilized almost completely, and almost
overnight. By the summer of 1946, we in the State Department
were being told by officers on the Joint Staff that we did not
have one division in our Army nor one group in our Air Force
that could be considered ready for combat. The ships of our
Navy were being put into mothballs about as fast as we could
find berths for them. Those that remained afloat were being
manned by skeleton crews. Our defense budget for three fiscal
years—I think it was 1947, 1948, and 1949—came down to a
little over $11 billion, groping for a target of $10 billion.

Now, most of you have heard the story that, in a wartime
conference, Churchill spoke to Mr. Stalin about the views of
His Holiness, the Pope, on a particular point. And Stalin was
reported to have said, “The Pope? How many divisions does he
have?” In any event, Stalin looked out across the West and saw
the divisions melting away.

And what did he do during this period? He tried to keep his
forces in the northwest province of Iran, Azerbaijan—the first
case before the UN Security Council. He demanded two eastern
provinces of Turkey, Kars and Ardahan, and a share in the con-
trol of the straits connecting the Mediterranean with the Black
Sea. He supported the guerrillas going after Greece, using bases
and sanctuaries in places like Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and
Albania. He established in Eastern Europe a colonial empire
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which today remains the only significant empire found any-
where in the world. He had a hand in the communist coup d’etat
in Czechoslovakia. He blockaded Berlin. He gave the green
light to the North Koreans to go after South Korea.

Now, the revisionist historians can write until all their ink
runs out; those were the events which launched the Cold War.
We were disarmed. Indeed, from his own point of view, I sus-
pect that Mr. Stalin made a rather serious mistake. Because if
he had followed World War II with a period of ten or fifteen
years of genuine peaceful coexistence, he would, I suspect,
have produced a disarmed and isolationist America.

But by those events, he alerted the West. Those events
made up the background of the launching of NATO and much
of the background for the famous National Security Council pa-
per, NSC-68. Indeed, those events, unhappily, cracked open
the door to let in an evil phenomenon in the history of this na-
tion that we know as “McCarthyism,” producing a period
which, perhaps, reached its lowest point when a Senator from
Indiana accused George Marshall of being a traitor, without an
immediate and stinging rebuke from then President of the
United States Dwight Eisenhower.

But I suspect that we, ourselves, bear some responsibility
for launching the Cold War, because it may well be that we ex-
posed Josef Stalin to intolerable temptations through our own
weakness. And, if so, we must be careful about that. I draw a
distinction between adequate national defense, which we did not
have in those days, and the kind of arms race in which we are
involved today, which is reaching the edges of insanity.

The second comment I wanted to make is that, in this year
of 1985, the human race has put behind it forty years since the
firing of a nuclear weapon in anger, despite a number of very
serious and sometimes dangerous crises we've had since 1945. 1
think we have learned during those forty years that the fingers
on the nuclear triggers are not itchy, not just waiting for a pre-
text on which to launch these dreadful weapons. If anyone has
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any doubt about that as far as the United States is concerned,
bear in mind that we have taken almost 600,000 casualties, dead
and wounded, in support of collective security since the end of
World War II, without the firing of nuclear weapons. I think
we’ve learned during those forty years that the Soviet leaders
have no more interest in destroying Mother Russia than our
leaders have in destroying our beloved America.

Now, of course, these forty years are by no means a sure
guarantee for the future. So we still have to be careful. We and
the Russians should not play games of chicken with each other
to see how far one side or the other can go without crossing that
lethal line, because down that trail lies the possibility of miscal-
culation and mistake, which can produce a situation that no one
wants. I think we also ought to watch the level of rhetoric be-
tween the two capitals, because if that rhetoric becomes too vit-
riolic over too sustained a period of time, there’s always the
possibility that one side or the other will begin to believe its
own rhetoric, and then we are going to have some problems.

George Kennan mentioned something else that appealed to
me. I hope that when we think of superpower summits we’ll re-
alize how short a time the two leaders have with each other. For
example, if they meet for eight hours, you have to divide that in
half for interpretation; divide it in half again for equal time. So
in eight hours, each man will have about two hours in which to
present his point of view. Given these constraints, leaders
should not waste time exchanging ideological sermons with
each other. Mr. Reagan has indicated he doesn’t expect to make
a capitalist out of Mr. Gorbachev, and Mr. Gorbacheyv is not go-
ing to make a communist out of Mr. Reagan. I hope that they
will not use their time to launch threats at each other, because a
threat becomes too dangerous, as we found after the Vienna
summit between Kennedy and Khrushchev in 1961.

I would hope that instead they try to find those elementary,
simple, common interests on which we might be able to build.
We and the Soviet Union share a fundamental, common interest
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in preventing nuclear war. No one in his right mind in Moscow
or Washington could deny that we and they also share a primor-
dial responsibility to the entire human race, because we are the
only two nations whose mortal conflict would raise serious
questions about whether this planet could any longer sustain
mankind.

But George Kennan mentioned something else. After all,
we and the Russians belong to the species Homo sapiens. Now,
in the coming decades, the entire human race is going to face a
series of problems which are different in kind and in scale from
any we have faced before. George mentioned the energy prob-
lem, with regard to which we are living in a Fool’s Paradise at
the present time. He mentioned the possibility that man himself
might inflict irreparable damage upon this thin biosphere around
the earth’s surface in which we must live. Down the road is a
coming hunger problem, caused by a combination of the popu-
lation explosion and the shortage of resources. Indeed, one of
the oldest causes of war in the history of the human race is be-
ing revived in a nuclear world. Difficult as these people are in
Moscow—and they are difficult—we should search persistently
for points of common interest and points of agreement on large
matters or small, in order to try to broaden that base of common
interest and reduce the range of issues over which violence
might occur.

A nuclear war must never be fought, because such a war
would not only eliminate the answers, it would also eliminate
the questions. Now, that means that we ought to do something
about these fantastic inventories of nuclear weapons in the
world. To me, the only rational purpose of nuclear weapons is
to guarantee that someone else will not use them against us.
And on both sides, we could achieve that purpose with about
ten percent of present inventories. I would hope, somehow, that
we would get away from these minuets we dance with each
other, and get down to the business of cutting back these inven-
tories simply and drastically.
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I remain optimistic about the possibilities of avoiding a nu-
clear war. I regret that our young people are being battered with
so much Doomsday talk these days, because a lot of it is non-
sense. And I don’t wear a hair shirt about the invention of some
notions of containment. I happen to believe that the American
people have acted with responsibility and restraint and generos-
ity in this postwar period. We’ve made our mistakes; we’ve had
our frustrations and disappointments. But I wish that all those
who exercise so much power would act in the same responsible
and thoughtful mood.
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Clark Clifford, Former Secretary of Defense, Law Firm of
Clifford & Warnke

When a man is asked to serve on a panel of this kind, I think it
places a special responsibility upon him to provide his own par-
ticular experience with the subject that is under discussion.
Rather than devote myself to the general subjects and complexi-
ties that present themselves, therefore, let me go back some
forty years and give a very personal account of President
Truman and his reaction to what was taking place in that period
long ago.

President Truman came into office upon the death of
Franklin Roosevelt in April 1945. Truman went to Potsdam, as
the first important event of his administration, in June and July.
And he prepared well for it. I think that he was uneasy, because
it came so early in his administration. He was awed, somewhat,
by the opportunity of being with Winston Churchill and Josef
Stalin, and he talked a good deal about that. But at the same
time, he looked forward to being an important figure in this his-
toric conference.

When he returned, he returned in an attitude of temporary
euphoria. He thought it had gone very well. I heard him on two
or three occasions tell about the incident in which Mr. Stalin
had come over to pay a courtesy call, intending to stay maybe
five minutes. Instead, President Truman began to discuss a
number of matters with him, talked about his boyhood on his
difficult farm in northern Missouri, and pretty soon he felt a
breaking down of the hostility between them. He finally per-
suaded Mr. Stalin to stay for lunch, and he thought that that was
an unusual accomplishment.

Much of his attitude toward the accomplishments of
Potsdam, I think, was due to his basic optimism and to a certain
ingenuousness that accompanied the early period of his presi-
dency. It was his most fervent and deepest hope that we would
be able to arrive at a type of concord with the Soviet Union that
could bring about peace in the world. We had worked with them
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so closely and so effectively as allies. He said, “If we can go
through that kind of experience together in war, then I think that
we can do it in peace.”

He continued to be optimistic for a time; but week by week
and month by month, the optimism deteriorated as we began to
experience one serious problem after another with the Soviet
Union. Ultimately, his optimism disappeared almost entirely,
and in its place came a deep questioning on his part as to what
the future might hold for the relationship between the two
nations.

He called me into his office in the Spring of 1946—I was
serving as counsel at the White House at the time—and we had
a long talk. He went back over the hopes that he had had for the
relationship, and how those hopes had been dissipated by a con-
sistent pattern of activity on the part of the Soviet Union. And
he said, “I need now to find out where we have been, where we
are now, and where we’re going. I would like you please to un-
dertake a study. I want you to go to the top individuals in our
country, men who have lived through these past periods, civil-
ian and military, and interview them. Notify them ahead of time
of the purpose of the inquiry, so that they might have time to
. prepare themselves and prepare papers. And then, by Fall, I
would like you to submit your report.”

Well, I had the great good fortune at the time to have an
intelligent, well-prepared, and extraordinarily able assistant
named George Elsey. Elsey took over the responsibility of most
of the interviews, and the report, to a great extent, was the re-
sult of the expertise and experience he brought to it.

So at the end of the day on 24 September 1946, I took in to
President Truman a copy of the report. We had sent it over to
the printing office of the government which handled top secret
items. With the report, I sent a letter. Just to show you the
breadth of the report, my letter of 24 September 1946 said,
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My dear Mr. President: In the course of complying with
your directive to prepare a summary of American relations
with the Soviet Union, I have consulted the Secretary of
State, the Secretary of War, the Attorney General, the
Secretary of the Navy, Fleet Admiral Leahy, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, Ambassador Pauley, the Director of Cen-
tral Intelligence and other persons who have special
knowledge in this field.

Then 1 described, in effect, what their preparation was. The
concluding sentence of the letter was, “Factual statements, stud-
ies and opinions have been assembled and summarized, and
there is submitted herewith a report entitled, ‘American Rela-
tions with the Soviet Union.””

About quarter of seven the next moming, my telephone
rang at home; it was the president. I got on the phone and I
thought his tone was quite sharp. He said, “I stayed up late last
night reading that report.” (It would have been late; the report
was eighty-two pages long.) “Are there any more copies?”

I said, “There are.”
He said, “How many more?”
I said, “Eleven.” (I had had twelve copies made.)

He said, “I wish that you would come down at once and
get the other eleven copies and bring them upstairs to me.”

And I said, “Well, I really haven’t gotten up yet and 1
haven’t shaved and all.”

He said, “You can do that later. I want to be absolutely
certain that no copy of any kind gets out. This would blow the
roof off of the White House.”

He thought, in other words, that there were still real hopes
for Soviet-American cooperation. He had them. His was an ex-
ceedingly tactical and pragmatic approach.
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I took the other eleven copies in to him, he put them away
in the safe, and they did not appear for twenty-five years. They
went into the Truman Library.

Now, I think you will be interested—I hope even
fascinated—to know what the distillation of the attitude of our
government was. The report, very definite in tone, was a syn-
thesis of the opinions of others, from the Secretary of State
through the entire top hierarchy of our government. My task
mainly was an assembly job, an attempt to present it as suc-
cinctly as possible. Yesterday I got the report out, went through
it, and picked out maybe the thirteen or fourteen principal points
that were made. Keep in mind, now, this is almost forty years
ago, just at the beginning of our postwar relationship with the
Soviet Union. I'll just paraphrase them very quickly:

‘The gravest problem facing the United States is its rela-
tionship with the Soviet Union. It is becoming apparent that So-
viet goals are in direct conflict with US aims and ideals.

‘Our major effort first must be to gain accurate knowledge
of the motives and methods of the USSR.’ (You see, this was
an almost complete mystery to us at the time, because we had
never really faced it directly before.)

‘It is the considered opinion of these men that the Soviets
proceed on the assumption that the peaceful coexistence of com-
munist and capitalist nations is impossible.” Again and again,
that thread came back from the various men. ‘They believe that
the conflict between the USSR and capitalist states is inevita-
ble.” But the report also indicated that the Soviets wished to
postpone the conflict. And the substance of opinion was that the
Kremlin sought delay not because the Soviets thought there
might be an answer other than conflict, but because they
wanted, first, to have greatly strengthened their military power.

‘They will continue to exert control over Eastern Europe,
and will brook no opposition to such control.” (Much of this,
you may feel as we go along, has a certain clairvoyance to it,
but it is because these men had been living through it.)
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‘The Soviet Union is, clearly, looking toward controlling
Greece and Turkey, so as to become an important factor in the
eastern Mediterranean. With regret, it must be reported that
agreements reached at Tehran and Yalta and Potsdam have been
consistently violated, and will very likely continue to be vio-
lated in order to suit Soviet policy. .

_ ‘It now seems apparent that the Soviet Union is attempting
to weaken the United States and weaken other countries by con-
ducting subversive activities in those other countries, and espe-
cially within the United States.’

Then we turn to the concluding chapter in the report, which
may be the last twenty pages. And that deals with the recom-
mended US policy toward the Soviet Union. Again, I remind
you that this is the synthesis of the opinions of these top men:

‘a. The primary objective of the United States is to con-
vince the Soviets that it is in the Soviet interest to participate in
a system of world cooperation.

‘b. The United States must establish and maintain suffi-
cient and adequate military strength to restrain the Soviet
Union.

‘c. We should try to demonstrate to the Soviets that the
peaceful coexistence of communism and capitalism is possible.’

And then, clearly, there is the statement just made by Sec-
retary Rusk, ‘The Soviets have not been easy to get along with.
They are not easy to get along with now. And it is the opinion
of the group that they will always be difficult to get along with.

‘We must prevent any effort of the Soviet Union to expand
into areas which are vital to American security. As far as the
Soviet attitude toward us is concerned, the prospect of defeat is
the main deterrent, and must continue to be the main deterrent,
to the Soviets.’

Then, lastly, ‘In addition to maintaining our own strength,
the United States should support democratic countries
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endangered by the Soviet Union. But this support should be in
the form of economic support. Military support should be con-
sidered only as a last resort.’

Let me read the concluding sentence, which contains the
basic philosophy of the entire eighty-two pages:

Even though Soviet leaders profess to believe that the con-
flict between Capitalism and Communism is irreconcilable
and must eventually be resolved by the triumph of the lat-
ter, it is our hope that they will change their minds and
work out with us a fair and equitable settlement when they
realize that we are too strong to be beaten and too deter-
mined to be frightened.®
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U. Alexis Johnson, Washington Institute of Foreign Affairs

I have been throughout my life an operator in the foreign affairs
field, rather than a “theoretician” or a writer on it. I’ve had to
deal with practical and immediate problems, so I bring a few
observations out of my own experience.

First, about the basic nature of the Soviet Union and our
relationship with it. I can make no pretense of being a
Kremlinologist or an expert on Russia; I’ve never served in the
Soviet Union. My first direct contact with Soviet diplomats was
during the Geneva Conference in 1954 and 1955. My next di-
rect contact with them was as head of our SALT delegation,
from 1973 to 1977.

My opposite member was Vladimir Semenov, who had
also been the principal delegate during the time of Gerry
Smith’s conversations with the Soviets leading up to the SALT 1
accords. I used to say to him on occasion, “Isn’t it utterly ab-
surd that the two of us are sitting here across this table, talking
about these beasts of weapons with which we can wipe each
other out in fifteen or twenty minutes? What has led us to this
situation, this confrontation between us? We’ve never had a
war. We have no direct territorial disputes. Our economic rela-
tions are minimal, so we do not have the frictions of economic
strife.”

I said, “The problem in my own mind is,” and I take this
from George Kennan’s thesis, “that you people are still living in
the Dark Ages. We Christians slaughtered other Christians and
slaughtered the heathens in an effort to make them believe as we
believed. And, finally, we, as a Christian civilization, came to
the conclusion that that was not very profitable, that we had to
tolerate diversity and live and let live.”

And when we did that, we made the big step of getting
along with each other. The Moslems have done somewhat the
same thing. You know, there’s something about monotheism
that leads to intolerance. And when we learned to live with each
other, we were able to mitigate most of that.
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So I told my Soviet colleague, “The problem, in my view,
with the Soviet system is that you have a monotheistic view of
the rest of the world, in that you believe that you must make the
rest of the world conform to your system. And to a degree, you
have a point, because lacking the automatic controls of free en-
terprise, and a tolerant attitude, you feel you have to control the
means of production—land, labor, capital, particularly
people—and make them conform to the program and the plan.
Inevitably, you’re forced into a position of forcing people to re-
act to a plan, rather than letting nature take its course.

“Someday you are going to have to arrive at the point of
being willing to live and let live, willing to modify your doc-
trine to the degree that you do not feel under a compulsion to
change the rest of the world to conform to it. And then we will
be able to find a pattern of living together.

“We do not have detente or ‘coexistence’ with the UK or
with Japan or with the rest of the noncommunist countries. We
live together and tolerate each other’s diversity. And someday,
if you get to that point—and 1 hope that you are going to get to
that point—then problems with these weapons and other prob-
lems between us are going to take their proper proportions and
will look entirely different than they now do because of the
thrust of your doctrine.”

I used to try to get an argument out of him on it—in private
conversation, obviously. But I never could get one. His re-
sponse to me was always, “Well, there are those of us who feel
differently about this, and you’ve got to give us time.” I simply
pass that on as a past observation.

I want to add two footnotes to what has been said. First, I
think it’s useful to remind ourselves that our last three wars, in-
cluding World War II, all started in the Pacific. And the thrust
of our population, the thrust of our economy, the whole thrust
of our civilization is more and more into the Pacific. Note that
when we were isolationist toward the rest of the world we were
always very interventionist in the Pacific. Our early ancestors
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who arrived here on the Virginia coast immediateiy started
thrusting westward, and they kept thrusting westward through-
out our history. I often point out to the Japanese that our first
settlers at Jamestown arrived at the same time that Ieyasu was
closing Japan for its 250 years of hermit existence.

But coming from a Pacific background, I have a feeling
that we tend in our relations with the Soviets to focus so thor-
oughly upon the Atlantic and the problems of Europe that we ig-
nore the problems of the Pacific. And I think we should pay
much more attention to them.

My final footnote is to stress George Kennan’s point that
dangers arise not just from military confrontation, but also from
instabilities that develop in our society and the world’s society.
I am a child of the Depression. I graduated from college in
1931, the year after the Smoot-Hawley tariff had gone into ef-
fect, in a period during which the United States’ gross national
product had dropped fifty percent, catastrophically, in one year.
Most of the rest of the world was doing the same: the United
Kingdom was moving toward imperial preference, and each
country was seeking autarky for itself.

My own view is that Japanese militarism and the Hitlers
and Mussolinis in Europe developed out of this thrust toward
economic autarky, which led toward political autarky and then
military autarky, and to competition for living space and for re-
sources. I am very concerned that we are forgetting the lessons
of the past and tending again toward this autarkical approach to
the world.

It’s not gone too far yet; there are sober heads. My concern
is not that history repeats itself exactly, but that some of the his-
torical thrusts that led to World War II are present now in our
management of our finances and our economies. And I think
that we need to get back to the broader vision that the men
around this table had at the end of World War II, and restore
some of the elan and some of the thought that we put into the
postwar organization of the world.
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I, myself, am very uneasy. Aside from the Soviet Union, a
collapse in Latin America, for example, would be most cata-
strophic to the United States. You’ve got Mexico on the south
of our border, its population doubling every sixteen to eighteen
years, with resources unable to keep up with it. There is a large
Hispanic population in this country. If the Mexican society and
government were to collapse into anarchy, it would not be
something we could blame on the Soviet Union, but it’s some-
thing the Soviets would be very quick to take advantage of. And
my guess is that in the next generation, if not sooner, we’re go-
ing to find our relationships with Mexico overriding in impor-
tance our relationships with the Soviet Union.

I merely throw out those few ideas for you to chew on, and
I would like to see more study of the relationship of economic
autarky in the 1930s to the rise of the extremists, both in Europe
and in Japan, and to the disaster of World War II. I think you’ll
find there’s a very close connection.
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J Questions from the floor

Question (Professor James Nathan, University of Dela-
ware). I have a question for Ambassador Kennan. This ongoing
dispute about what was really meant by “containment”—when

' you authored the notion and as it was later implemented—is a
great concern to professional historians, as well as contempo-
rary policymakers. One of the things Joseph Alsop quoted you
as saying in 1950 was that you were really pleased, in a way,
that the Soviets had authorized the advance in Korea, because it
showed the Soviet hand. I wonder if you were quoted correctly
in this, and if it casts any light on your general vision of Soviet
purposes in this period.

Ambassador Kennan: 1 don’t recall that precise reaction on
my part. We had had many tests of our patience, I must say, in
the years between 1947 and 1949, ones where it was very baf-
fling to know what the reply should be. I do recall a certain
sense of relief that at least here we had a very definite offense
against our interests, to which a definite reply could be given.
But I think I would have preferred that the whole crisis not
arise.

Question (Professor Lou Kashevsky, Sam Houston State
University): My question is for Ambassador Kennan, also. You
mentioned in your paper that you chose the term containment in
a sort of light-hearted way. I wonder if you have any reflections
on the choice of the term, whether it prejudiced the way the pol-
icy was subsequently applied. Were there other words, such as
coping or resisting, that would have been better?

Ambassador Kennan: You know, there were people at that
time who had been inclined to believe that we were going to
have a wonderful collaboration with the Soviet Union after the
war was finished, and who then were rather shattered by the re-
alization that this cooperation was not going to take place.
These people tended to say—and some of them said it to

, me—"Ah, we see it now. Collaboration, as Franklin Roosevelt
i and others defined it, is not going to be possible. Therefore, a
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war between us and the Russians is inevitable.” This is precisely
what I could not accept. And it was precisely against this thesis
that the ‘X’ article was actually written.

It was written to say, “Look, just stop making these con-
cessions; do the proper thing; stand fast here, and the day will
come when we can talk to these people about our problems.”
And I must say that one of my greatest disappointments in the
years that followed was the feeling that there were successive
occasions where we could have talked to the Russians about the
split of Europe, and about the other great issues of the time, and
that we missed those opportunities. We didn’t realize that the
time had come to take advantage of them.

There was, in fact, a moment, I believe in 1948, when
Chip Bohlen and I, together, came to the conclusion that the
Russians had had enough, that we had demonstrated to them,
through the Marshall Plan and the foundation of NATO and so
forth, that they were really stymied in Europe; that they were
not going to get further than they’d gone—that now the time
had come to make a conciliatory gesture, to see whether we
couldn’t discuss some of our problems.

Well, this suggestion commended itself to Dean Acheson
and to the president. And the president did say something along
the lines that he would always be glad to talk with the Soviet
government. The result was quite different than we expected.
The press hopped onto it and took it as a bid for a summit meet-
ing, and the president had to retract it immediately. There was
even great criticism and ridicule of him in the press for sug-
gesting it. I remember a cartoon, in The Washington Post |
think, that showed the president up at bat and the ball whizzing
past him and the umpire saying, “Strike one!” And I felt very
bad about that. But I still think that we were quite right at that
time, that the moment had come when, perhaps in a little differ-
ent way, we should have sought a clarification of these issues
by a discussion with the Russians.
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Question (Professor Ole R. Holsti, Duke University): This
is a follow-up on the question that you just answered. What
about at the time of Stalin’s death in 1953? You were in your
last few months in the State Department. What opportunity did
you feel might have been present then?

Ambassador Kennan: Well, personally, 1 think that the sit-
uation in Russia was at that time, under the shock of his death,
too unstable for the Soviet government to have formulated any
proposals it could have lived with. There were various signs of
erraticism at that time.

I think that this is a question on which perhaps some of the
others on the panel could also offer something. Dean, I wonder
if you could.

Secretary Rusk: George, wasn’t it true that during a rather
long period of transition following Stalin’s death we did achieve
the Austrian State Treaty, which was a rather significant step?

Ambassador Kennan: If you take the next two or three
years, you’re quite right. Not only that, but also the Trieste set-
tlement, as [ remember it.

Question: 1 would like to ask the panel a very sweeping
question concerning the future of American containment policy.
My speculation is that if we continue our present policy of
confrontational relations with the Soviet Union we are courting
the danger of alienating both Western Europe and Asia. Essen-
tially, America would be left alone in the world. A second spec-
ulation is that continuing the present policy of confrontation also
risks a mutual economic suicide of both the Soviet Union and
the United States, leading to a greater role in world affairs for
both Western Europe and Japan and some of the rising powers
in Asia. How would you react to these thoughts?

Secretary Rusk: This suggests one question I would like to
put to Clark Clifford. When Harry Truman made his principal
statement about support for aid to Greece and Turkey, he used
language that seemed to have worldwide application, and that
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came to be known as the Truman Doctrine. My own impression
at the time was that we were in no sense nominating ourselves
to be the world’s policeman, but that that was a part of the rhet-
oric needed to get support for Greek and Turkish aid. After all,
some of those votes in the Congress were very close at that
time.

While I